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LATIN AS A FORMAL LANGUAGE

Outlines of a Buridanian Semantics

INTRODUCTION

Originally, in this paper I wished to present a complete formal semanti
con§tructed for a fragmel?t of Latin in line with the lé)gico-scmantic tene:;cosfy if:li
Bundax_l. py the. presentation of this semantic system I hoped to show that Buridan’
semantic ideas, 1f given the appropriate technical formulations, can provide us with X
genuine a.xltcrnatlve way of construing the relationships bctw::cn language. though?
and re:ahty, w@thy of our serious consideration when thinking of m’atters of
:;,mantlcs. (V\fhlch explains tpe intentionally provocative title.!) Though I still believe

at .thc task is aftef all not impossible, work on the technical details of this project
convinced me that it cannot be properly completed within the confines of a siziglc
rcsearc.h paper. The intuitively quite simple and transparent ideas of Buridan’s
semantic theory, when one tries to convert them into strict syntactic and model
theoretical forpu!ations, turn out to "branch" into several, rather complicated formal
clause:s, resulting in an _extremcly complex, unperspicuous system.
" This fact,' ho-weve.r, in itself gives rise to a number of interesting questions. Are
c:g complications inevitable? Are they rooted in the difference between Buridan’s
inc ac.:val and our modern standards of what a complete semantic theory should
ook like? Or do they represent rather the inherent complexity of natural, as
g}l)g:is:;stg af:)ircr‘xlx]i;il;g:ages? l?r do .thf:y, perhaps, have something to do with
infmlilty 'S part prindples?gproac to logic in general, and his explicit admission of an
T. ese and similar questions will crop up inevitabl
“rudxmentaf'y" presentation, reflection ponpwhich, Iy ITZ;: afx;e;y th;r;lﬁzqug:;
understanding not only of Buridan’s semantic ideas, but perh;ps also of th
of the semantic enterprise in general. ’ © natue
I begin the discussion by presenting the syntactic constructi
lr\istrtctcd,’ but philosophically ix.lteresting fragment of Latin, Il? noootftrzstra‘tx}rlif;
o :n u:fuefs a;;proach, the semantic .th(':ory will be defined for this fragment, without
(he u of a onaI Iangua.gc me.dla.tx'ng bf_:twecn natural language sentences and
Ir interpretation. Syntactic ambiguities will be taken care of by analyses supplied

Iy L.

¢ allusion in the title is to Richard Mo, i

S ] ntaguc’s "English as in:

{a"l(rln)a;\I Philosophy, Yalc'Umvem'ty Press, New Ii‘;:zvcn-loildon, 1937:0111!31 Language", in: R Montague:

conclusig: ;n‘tj::l‘ ::;t::ll)cirm pn?clpium primum et .indcmonstrabile, sed sunt plura. (2) Immo non sunt

principia, quia. maiies se:n:m;::dp‘::i;e: c;;u:m prmci;;’ial indemonstrabilia.(3) Ideo infinita sunt talia
emonstrabiles.” Johannis Buridani Lectura de Surnma

gicae (henceforth: SL), unpublished edition by H. Hubien. Tracatus Octavus: De Demonstrationibus
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by the syntactic construction. The semantic theory, however, will not be built directly
on the syntactic construction, because of Buridan’s peculiar theory of meaning in
terms of a mental language. It is notably at this point that the unwieldy complexity of
formulations will raise its ugly head, so, by way of a compromise, I will supply only
an incomplete characterization of Buridan’s "Mentalese” in a model theoretical
framework. On this incomplete basis I will be able only to indicate how further
treatment of the most important properties of terms: signification, connotation,
supposition, appellation and ampliation, and the definition of truth and consequence
would look in a complete system. I shall close my discussion with some illustrations
of the workings of the system, reflecting on its philosophical and methodological
implications.

SYNTAX

Since the primary purpose of a logical semantic theory is to define logical
consequence in terms of the truth values of propositions in different interpretations,
the corresponding syntactic theory is primarily concerned with the formation rules of
propositions, determining the ways propositions are built up from their components.

In modern logical systems a distinction is usually drawn between atomic and
molecular formulae (ie., strings of signs representing natural language sentences
expressing propositions). Atomic formulac are formulae that are not made up from
other formulae, while molecular formulae are those which are made up from other
formulae by means of logical connectives that take formulae in their arguments to
produce further formulae.

In Buridan’s syntactic theory a somewhat similar distinction can be found
between categorical and hypothetical propositions. Categorical propositions do not
contain other propositions as their components, while hypothetical propositions are
those formed from other propositions by means of logical connectives.3

However, despite this analogy, Buridan’s categoricals are by no means
syntactically as simple as the atomic formulae of the modern theories. Categorical
propositions consist of a copula, a subject and a predicate term, possibly determined
by signa quantitatis, that is, determiners. Obvious counterexamples to this "canonical

form", containing verbs as their predicates, are explained away in Buridan’s theory
by resolving the verb into copula and participle. Accordingly, atomic formulae of

3 Which, however, does not mean that a hypothetical proposition actually contains categorical
propositions as its parts. As Buridan explains: "Videtur ergo mihi quod quando dicitur "propositio
hypothetica est quae habet duas propositiones categoricas”, hoc, proprie loquendo, non est verum, sed
ad istum sensum quod propositio hypothetica continet duo praedicata et duo subjecta et duas copulas,
et quod utrumque illorum praedicatorum mediante una illarum copularum dicitur de uno illorum
subjectorum; sed congregatum ex uno praedicato et uno subjecto et sua copula non est una propositio,
sed est pars unius propositionis, licet talis vox, si esset separatim sumpta, esset bene una categorica.” SL,
Iractatus primus: De Propositionibus, ¢.3, 2.

... notandum est ... quod verbum non est praedicatum proprie loquendo, sed est copula praedicati cum
subjecto vel implicans in se simul copulam et praedicatum. Nam hoc verbum ‘est’ tertium adjacens est
copula et quod sequitur est pracdicatum. Sed hoc verbum ‘est’ secundum adjacens, ut cum dico ‘homo
est’, vel ctiam quodlibet aliud verbum, implicat in se copulam cum praedicato vel cum parte principaliori













































